Regional varieties of language, often a result of language contact, possess various characteristics, such as borrowed words, and often structures, sounds, and meanings transferred from one or more languages. The variety of English used in informal contexts in Malaysia known as Malaysian English contains localized features resulting from contact with languages spoken by the local indigenous populations as well as the Chinese and Indian diaspora in this Southeast Asian nation. A prominent feature of Malaysian English is the presence of discourse particles (such as lah, meh, and lor) that are not found in the standardized form of English and that are often unintelligible to people unfamiliar with them. Using communication on Facebook by Chinese Malaysian young adults as data representing real-life, informal talk in a computer-mediated environment, this article examines the multiple functions of Malaysian English discourse particles and proposes a framework for interpreting their meanings when used in communication. 
Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land-en Volkenkunde 172 (2016) mainly for the purpose of conveying attitudes and stances related to identity and interpersonal relations the 'local' way.
Because of Malaysia's and Singapore's geographic proximity and shared historical background,3 the informal variety of English spoken in these two countries shares a number of similar features,4 and to most observers Malaysians and Singaporeans appear to use the same colloquial code without any problems with understanding each other. In describing Singaporean English as a close relation to Malaysian English, Leimgruber (2013:120-1) posits that due to the shared history pertaining to the birth of Malaysia and Singapore, the ethnic composition of Singapore and, hence, the core linguistic knowledge of its people is similar to that of Peninsular Malaysia, its closest neighbour, albeit in different proportions. The most common languages spoken at home by resident Singaporeans, based on data published from 1980 to 2011 (see Leimgruber 2013:120) , are English, the southern Chinese languages, Malay, and Tamillanguages which are commonly spoken in Malaysia as well. This similarity has allowed for research in both Malaysian and Singaporean English to complement one another as well as foster a rich environment for discussion on the two forms of English, as the debate on whether these two languages are regarded as distinct varieties or 'part of a dialect continuum' (Leimgruber 2013:121) is still ongoing.
This article focuses on one of the more prominent aspects of Malaysian English, that is, the use of discourse particles adopted from local languages and incorporated into informal conversations in English. While there appear to have been disagreements among scholars about whether these discourse particles have 'meanings' or 'functions' (see Wong 2004) , entering into the theoretical debate on the nature of meaning is not within the scope of this article. We adopt the view that discourse particles perform pragmatic functions to convey pragmatic meanings, particularly attitudinal meanings brought about by their use in communication.
Data for the study were obtained from conversations between Chinese Malaysian young adults on Facebook, as the type of communication among friends and family on this platform is mostly conducted in an informal style. Our research questions include: What Malaysian English discourse particles are used, and how are they used, in a computer-mediated environment by this group of Malaysians? Particularly, we are interested in examining the functions Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land-en Volkenkunde 172 (2016) of the particles used in communicating attitudinal meanings via a channel of communication that has inherent restrictions on the use of non-verbal cues to express such meanings.
Discourse Particles
A discourse particle is defined as a linguistic unit that conveys more than what is said in an actual utterance (Platt 1987) , in such a way as to convey a speaker's attitude or stance, and to guide the hearer towards the speaker's intended meaning (Aijmer and Simon-Vandenbergen 2003) . Ostman (1982:152) posits that discourse particles, which are included in the class of expressions referred to as pragmatic particles, as with other elements of language such as prosody, gestures, and certain grammatical devices, function to 'implicitly anchor the act of communication to the speaker's attitudes towards aspects of the on-going interaction' . With reference to Malaysian English discourse particles, Hassan and Hashim (2009:43-4) assert that the particles function to convey emotions and attitudes, such as 'to soften a directive, place emphasis on a statement or word, and affirm a statement or turn a statement into a question' .
Discourse particles are optional items because their inclusion or omission does not affect the grammatical 'correctness' (Ler 2006) or the propositional content of an utterance. For example, the common discourse particle lah, when used in the utterance I'll be there lah, merely brings an added dimension of interpersonal meaning to the utterance, without causing significant changes in the propositional meaning of the host sentence I'll be there. Discourse particles, therefore, are useful as linguistic devices that guide speakers and hearers to particular and relevant interpretations of interpersonal meaning in utterances and to manage interactions. Further, while they may mark semantic relations between segments, they carry little or no semantic meaning themselves (Lee 1998) , and hence, do not contribute to the truth conditions of an utterance (Ler 2006) . Finally, they are multifunctional as they have different uses and meanings in different contexts.5
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Tone and Meaning of Discourse Particles
Based on observations of the existence of similar particles found in the local languages in Malaysia, many Malaysian English discourse particles can be traced to their possible sources, which are mainly the Malay language and Chinese languages such as Mandarin, Hokkien, Teochew, and Cantonese.6 The particle ke/kah is said to have originated from Malay, o from Mandarin, leh from Hokkien and Teochew, and geh from Cantonese (Lim 2007b) . Particles that originate from the Chinese languages can be easily distinguished as they are spoken in distinctive tones, a characteristic of Chinese languages. Lee (2007) observes that particles carry tones much the same way as Chinese words. As noted by Kwan-Terry (1992) , Loke and Low (1988), and Wong (2004) , particles uttered in different tones serve different functions, and it is commonly observed that the particles are pronounced in particular tones in a regular manner to convey particular meanings. Other researchers, for example Gupta (1992 Gupta ( , 2006a and Goh (2000 Goh ( , 2003 prefer to describe the variation in the pronunciation of the particles as a feature of the intonation contour of the utterance.
While it is conceded that tonal and prosodic features do provide important clues to a hearer's interpretation of the meanings carried by the particles, they are nevertheless not entirely essential in written communication. In the written mode of communication, these particles are used without any indication of tone, and yet are perfectly intelligible to the interlocutors. The intended meanings of speakers are decoded by hearers based entirely on their shared understanding of the use of language in context, without the benefit of tone. However, as in all human interactions characterized by the use of implicature and inference, meanings perceived by a hearer can only be an approximation of what is intended by the speaker, with the hearer collating and processing information deemed relevant in the communication situation (Sperber and Wilson 1995) . When the tone of the discourse particle is absent from the communication, as is the case in computer-mediated communication, the interlocutors depend on other clues in the pragmatic context to derive at the meanings intended. The tone of the particle is inferred by the hearer based on the relevance of context. 6 The identification of the source language of a particle is based on a combination of observation and subjective judgement. Most researchers concede that the source of certain particles may not be easily distinguished, but may be more confident in positing the roots of certain other particles. For example, Lim (2007a) suggests that the source languages for the particle lah could be Malay, Hokkien, or Cantonese, while Kwan-Terry (1991) argues that hor is very likely an element transferred from Cantonese.
Interlocutors using discourse particles share a common understanding of the pragmatic role played by each of the particles, and use this understanding to search for meanings in utterances that fit their expectations of what is relevant in the communication. In the current study, which sought to describe Chinese Malaysian youth's use of Malaysian English discourse particles in computermediated communication, the meanings conveyed through the use of the particles are identified from the contexts of the conversations between interlocutors, conceding, however, that interpretation would have been much easier and more accurate if the tone of the particles and intonation of the utterances had been available. As particles are clues to interpersonal meanings that are tacitly conveyed in interactions, a fair amount of inference is required to understand and make explicit these meanings. It is not possible, for example, to obtain an objective explanation on the function of a discourse particle from someone by asking him or her about this in an interview-for the use of particles in communication, as is the case with most language use in interaction, is carried out rather unconsciously.
Malaysian and Singaporean English Discourse Particles: Some Empirical Studies
Studies on Malaysian English discourse particles7 are few compared to those conducted on Singaporean English.8 As Singaporean English has many similarities with Malaysian English, and due to the sparse research on Malaysian English discourse particles, research conducted specifically on the discourse particles of these two related varieties of English is discussed to provide a brief background of work previously done. Most of the work done on Malaysian English particles has focused on particles attributed to influence from the Chinese languages. Exceptions are the particle lah, whose origin is uncertain; kan, which is derived from Malay; and bah, which has been postulated to have originated from Mandarin or the Borneo languages (see Hassan et al. 2012; Leimgruber 2016 well-documented and has been extensively described; however, their influence on the specific word class identified as the discourse particle is still relatively unknown. Hassan and Hashim's (2009) extensive work on Malaysian English, based on a corpus of two million words derived from blogs, chats and instant messages, e-mails, and text messages, highlights the use of four particles: bah, meh, ler, and la. These particles are said to have originated from Malay, Chinese, and the local Sabahan languages, and they carry out specific functions to convey emotive attitudes. Kuang (2002) -with her description of the functions of the three particles lah, ah, and hah, based on observed informal conversations in different settings-further adds to existing knowledge about how Malaysians use the particles. She concludes that discourse particles play an important role as useful resources that enable speakers to convey their intentions in different ways, such as to get their messages across without appearing too direct, intimidating, or aggressive.
In her research on Singaporean English, Gupta (1992) identifies eleven particles -ma, what, meh, geh, leh, na, la, lo, ho, ha , and a-from an analysis of data comprising 18 hours of recorded casual conversations of two Singapore Chinese families. The children in these families speak Singaporean English as their first language, but have been exposed to Hokkien, Teochew, Mandarin, and Cantonese as well. Based on her research, Gupta concludes that particles can be placed on an assertiveness scale ranging from contradictory and assertive, to tentative, which indicates their broad functions (see Figure 1) . Ma and what are said to convey contradiction; meh, geh, leh, na, la, and lo express assertiveness, whereas ho, ha, and a convey tentativeness. When used in directives, for example, particles in the 'assertive' group indicate commands, whereas those in the 'tentative' group indicate 'softer' requests.
In a later work, Gupta (2006b) modality. They serve to index the speaker's degree of confidence or commitment towards the proposition in an utterance, a function which is in line with the notion of the degree of assertiveness. Other notable Singaporean English researchers who have studied the discourse particle are Low and Brown (2005) , whose description of the functions of the eight most common particles they have identified in Singaporean English (ah, eh, hor, lah, lor, ma, meh, and what) has been insightful. In addition, Ler (2005) argues that each particle may be assigned a core meaning, although it may project several different but related meanings when used in different contexts. Ler's stance reflects that of Wong (2004) , who argues for a unique semantic definition of each particle (or each variant form of a particle), which he asserts ought to be stable across contexts. In proposing the Wierzbickan approach (known as the nsm approach) to the study of meaning (see Besemeres and Wierzbicka (2003) and Wong (2004) for its application in the analysis of Singaporean English discourse particles), he claims that the problem of particles appearing to have overlapping functions when analysed from a functionalist perspective would be resolved if the inherent meaning of the particles were to be explicated first. Attempts to define the functions of discourse particles have generally advanced in two ways. The first, and the more widely attempted, was to try to provide as narrowly as possible, highly differentiated descriptions for individual particles. An example of this would be a formulation such as 'to draw the addressee's attention to the speaker's mood or attitude, and [appeal] to the addressee to act in such a way that will accommodate this mood or attitude' (Wee 2010:1) . Some other descriptions are more general, such as 'to emphasize a topic' (Lee 2007:13) , perhaps as a result of attempts to cover as many contextual situations as might be encountered when using a particular particle. The second, and less frequently attempted way to define particles, would be to categorize specific particles into types, based on broad categories of functions. This is exemplified by Gupta's (1992) assertiveness scale, which places particles into a kind of system that indexes their properties as relative to each other along a continuum. Ler's (2005) and Wong's (2004) work, on the other hand, although different in their individual approaches, shares the general assumption that there is an identifiable core, or unified meaning, that can be attributed to each particle. These two approaches to analysing discourse particles, however, are by no means mutually exclusive. It is common for researchers to deal with the specific meanings of particles in various contexts before arriving at an attempt to provide an overview or abstraction of meanings attributed to the particles.
As this study sets out to describe attitudinal meanings that speakers convey when using particles in communicative acts, a functional orientation to the Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land-en Volkenkunde 172 (2016) 479-509 analysis is adopted. It is pointed out that identifying and labelling functions or pragmatic meanings is not a straightforward project. The same particles used in similar contexts may have their functions labelled differently by different researchers. This is not inconceivable, as the understanding of pragmatic meanings is determined by one's interpretation of the contextual variables connected with each unique interaction.
Method
The data for analysis are comprised of a total of 200 Facebook conversations involving 499 unique interlocutors (unique screen identities). The conversations were searched and collected from the wall post archives of 20 Chinese Malaysian Facebook users' profiles over a two-week period, beginning with the most recent entries. The interlocutors in the conversations consisted of the profile owners and their commenters. The profile owners were selected via the first author's Facebook account. The 20 subjects selected live in urban and suburban localities, are computer literate, and speak English fluently. Selection of the conversations was purposive, guided by these criteria:
(1) The 20 Facebook users, who were friends of the first author, were Chinese
Malaysian young adults between 20 and 30 years of age. Their Facebook profiles were checked to ensure they were in 'active' status during the period of data collection. Permission was obtained from these 20 people to access their archived conversations for this research. They were assured that all names in the conversations would be anonymized. All 20 participants gave their consent. (2) Chinese Malaysian status of commenters: Most of the commenters in the conversations were not known to the authors. The profile pages of the commenters were checked to determine their background based on their names, photographs, and their descriptions of themselves. Only information placed in the public domain by the commenters was accessed. While it is conceded that individuals do use fake online identities, such practice is less common in Facebook accounts that are set up for keeping in touch with friends and family, characterized by strict privacy settings. The particles in the utterances of commenters who fulfilled the criterion of Chinese Malaysian young adults were included in the analysis. (3) Ten conversations from each of the selected Facebook users' profile pages were collected. Conversations were selected if they were in English, consisted of at least six turns, and contained at least two Malaysian English
Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land-en Volkenkunde 172 (2016) 479-509 discourse particles. This was to ensure that there would be sufficient particles sampled, and a rich enough context available to the analyst to determine the functions of the particles used.
Past descriptions of the functions of discourse particles in the Malaysian and Singaporean contexts were used as a guide to inform data analysis, but not as a fixed template into which the data were made to fit. Analysis of the data was primarily inductive, and allowed for comparison between earlier and later formulations and ongoing fine-tuning of interpretations as the analysis progressed.
Principles that Guide the Analysis of Discourse Particles
For any analysis of language and discourse, it is advantageous for the analyst to understand the language that is being analysed. Being a member of the speech community facilitates analysis, as the analyst would be able to discern the nuances in the meanings of language where non-members might not. Attempting to describe functions of discourse particles which are essentially non-lexical words that derive their meanings from their host utterance and pragmatic context is a slippery task, as such meanings often operate at the subconscious level and require a deliberate effort to uncover. All four authors of this article are members of the speech community of Malaysian English speakers and are therefore familiar with the use of Malaysian English discourse particles. Even when using previously available descriptions of discourse particle functions as a guide, the authors have had to rely to a large extent on their intuition as speakers of the language to interpret the pragmatic context and derive the functions arising from the data. However, there are several principles that the authors formulated along the way and found helpful for analysis. The analysis of the data for the study depended to a large extent on inductive examination guided by these principles.
Omission Rules First, particles that do not carry attitudinal meaning in the utterance/sentence, but merely serve a syntactic or grammatical function, are omitted. For example, the particle mah could be used both as an attitude marker as well as a syntactic marker. In the utterance You like laksa mah? 'Do you like laksa?' ,9 the function Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land-en Volkenkunde 172 (2016) 479-509 of the particle is purely syntactic, that is, it is used as a question marker. When the word mah is removed, the sentence becomes a statement: You like laksa. As mah is believed to be derived from Mandarin, Chinese speakers sometimes use it to construct questions in the same way as it is used in Mandarin. However, if the utterance is presented as a statement, that is, a comment rather than a question, then You like laksa mah would probably mean 'Well, I know you like laksa-that's why I bought you laksa instead of tom yam, so don't complain.' The attitude of the speaker, which can be described as 'adopting a defensive stance' , is projected by the particle. The particle allows the speaker to justify their earlier action by pointing out a previously shared assumption, that is, both the speaker and the hearer agree that the hearer likes laksa. To our knowledge, the particle mah is the only particle that could be used as a neutral question marker in Malaysian English. By comparison, the particle ah is attached to questions such as You like laksa ah?, but the particle ah differs from mah in the question You like laksa mah? in that the former encodes attitudinal meaning whereas the latter does not.
While still discussing grammatical functions, elements whose sole function in an utterance is to indicate possession, are also omitted-for example, de, one, and geh. An example would be This pen is Vera de 'This is Vera's pen' , where the elements de, one, and geh are interchangeable in the utterance. Hence, de, one, and geh are omitted from the analysis when they function as possessive markers.
Second, certain particles are used in direct translations of a language and do not imbue the utterance with additional attitudinal meanings. For example, the particle leh, which is believed to be derived from Hokkien and Teochew, can be translated as 'what about' in certain instances, for example in the utterance stretch I prefer to meet on the third day. You leh? This is understood as 'I prefer to meet on the third day. What about you?' Such cases are also excluded.
Third, only the particles that occupy the utterance-final slot are included in the analysis. This is because linguists have expressed doubts about whether utterance-initial particles play similar roles to utterance-final ones, as they occupy different grammatical slots. The particle found in the utterance-initial position in the data, namely eh (for instance, eh I thought Sim is going with us), has been excluded.
The Contribution of Meaning from the Discourse Particle and Its Host Utterance
Another difficulty encountered in describing the meanings of discourse particles is the conflation of meanings from both the host utterance and the particle itself. Meanings are contributed both by the discourse particle as well as the Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land-en Volkenkunde 172 (2016) utterance to which it is attached. For example, in the utterance Buy this lah, the meanings of the utterance with and without the particle are different. Without the particle, the host utterance Buy this may be interpreted as a directive, a speech act that reflects a highly assertive tone. With the addition of the particle lah, the utterance is modified into a polite request or a friendly encouragement to someone to buy a certain object. However, in an utterance where the meaning of the host sentence is close or similar to that attributed to the particle, such as I understand how you feel lo, where both the host sentence/utterance and the particle appear to converge towards the meaning of 'expressing sympathy' , one tends to conflate the meaning contributed by the particle with that of the host utterance, and assign the function 'to express sympathy' to the particle. But to speakers of Malaysian English, the utterance expressing sympathy clearly differs depending on whether it is spoken with or without the particle lo. By checking the difference in meaning expressed if the particle were to be omitted, the function of the particle can be analysed as 'to indicate sincerity in an expression of sympathy' , where the attitude of being sincere is highlighted. Using this heuristic, the meaning contributed by the particle would be the attitudinal difference between the resulting meanings of the utterance with and without the particle. Accordingly, labels such as 'to disagree' , for example, that appear only to describe the meaning expressed by the preceding or host utterances, would be deemed inadequate for our purposes: 
Malaysian English Discourse Particles and Their Frequencies
Twenty discourse particles were found in the data, appearing in total 1,049 times (Appendix, see Table 1 ) in the 200 conversations with 499 interlocutors. In comparison, Ler (2005:36) found only ten particles in the Singaporean data, which is the spoken part of the ice-sin corpus comprising 600,000 words, while Gupta (1992) found eleven particles. If these ten or eleven particles were to be accepted as the full set of particles in Singaporean English, this would mean that the sociolinguistic environments of Malaysia and Singapore differ significantly, as clearly various other particles from the local linguistic stock have found their way into Malaysian English.
The most frequently used particles found in the data are lah/la (35.4 %), followed by lor/lo (17.8%), and leh (12.6%). With published work by Muniandy Low and Deterding (2003) showing lah as the most frequently used particle in both Malaysian and Singaporean English, and Besemeres and Wierzbicka (2003) positing that lah is the most salient of the particles used by Singaporeans, the iconic status of lah in representing Malaysian and Singaporean English is almost assured.10,11 On the other hand, the least frequently used particles are kan and nah (0.1% for both particles). This is probably because kan is derived from the Malay language and therefore its influence on Chinese Malaysian speakers is less apparent. While Ler (2005:36) found nah to be more frequent than leh, mah, and meh, it is quite clear the particle nah is not a favourite among the Malaysian speakers in the study.
Out of the 20 particles found in the data, ten (lah, lor, leh, ma, ah, meh, what, hor, ya and nah) have been described extensively in previous studies. The remaining ten particles (wor, de, one, o, wei, ke/kah, bah, gua, geh , and kan)12 have not been given much attention previously and so are relatively unknown. Although several of these particles-wei (Shamsudin 2006) , one (Muniandy et al. 2010) and geh (Gupta 1992 )-have been mentioned by past researchers, their functions have yet to be explicated. The appearance of these under-researched particles in the Malaysian data shows that Malaysian English has decidedly more varied particles than is evidenced by the body of previous work on the subject.
Pragmatic Functions
Comparing functions across and within particles, we found that formulating 'core meanings' (Wong 2004; Ler 2005) or the central overarching functions of particles was problematic, as their functions were many and varied, and context-specific. So, too, would be attempting to put individual particles into categories or on a scale (see, for instance, Gupta 1992 Gupta , 2006b ), as to do this would mean presupposing that a particle has a composite function, and that
10
There have been different findings regarding the most salient particles in Singaporean English. For example, Gupta (1992 Gupta ( , 2006b found the particle ah to be the most frequently used in spoken Singaporean English. 11 This is not to deny the salience of the less frequently used particles, as the existence of the whole set of particles forms the unique characteristics of what is known as Malaysian English. 12
At the time of the writing of this article, the particle bah has been found as a particle in Singaporean English and a comprehensive discussion of its functions in Singaporean English was published by Leimgruber 2016.
Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land-en Volkenkunde 172 (2016) 479-509 this composite function could only be described relative to that of another particle on some common inherent quality. An observation was made during the analysis with regard to the labelling of functions. It became clear that the function 'to establish rapport' or 'to show intimacy' as used in past studies (for instance, Low and Brown 2005:177) overlaps with most other functions that convey positive affect, such as 'to convey friendliness' or 'to express sympathy' . Also, in cases where the potential for conflict is mitigated by the particle, such as in an attempt to minimize interpersonal costs while expressing disagreement, there is, too, the implicit notion of 'keeping the rapport from being diminished' . Hence, 'establishing rapport or intimacy' was found to be an unsuitable description of a specific function, but appears to be a function operating at a higher conceptual level. On the other hand, there were also functions found that were the opposite of rapportbuilding or rapport-maintaining, such as 'to express irritation' (Gupta 1992:43) or 'to show disapproval and indicate displeasure' (Kuang 2002:8) , which essentially work to distance one interlocutor from another. Following these observations, we concluded that discourse particle functions can be more clearly understood when viewed through the frame of two mutually exclusive categories of socio-pragmatic functions, which are 'to increase social distance' and 'to reduce social distance' (see Tables 2 and 3 in the Appendix). It became necessary to analyse the functions of individual particles separately, as a single particle may have functions that act in opposite directions. For example, one of the functions of lah, which is 'to soften an order or advice' , reduces social distance, while another of its functions, 'to show disapproval, contradiction or disagreement in a harsh manner' , has the opposite effect on social relationships.
Discourse Particles in Context: Reducing and Increasing Social Distance
The job of discourse particles in Malaysian English appears to be to maintain social relationships in oral communication, or, in the context of this study, social-media communication. The function of reducing social distance would include situations where an interlocutor expresses politeness and tentativeness in making requests, shows affiliation or willingness to affiliate, and so forth. In situations where conflict is inevitable or anticipated, an appropriate and timely particle can also be used to diffuse tension and deflect a potential confrontation. This would include providing justification or rationalizing one's behaviour or assumptions, aligning oneself with others, reducing status or Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land-en Volkenkunde 172 (2016) 479-509 power differences, or seeking affirmation. Hence, one may make an utterance that could seem rude or insensitive, and try to mitigate the potential damage with a particle, for example, You eat a lot hor.
Most of the discourse particles in the data were used for the purpose of reducing social distance. However, particles were also used to increase social distance, which is essentially to emphasize differences instead of align with one's interlocutor. It may range from the act of expressing irritation to that of rebuking someone for making a presumptuous remark. While speakers may make an assertion in a manner that appears sufficiently polite, they may add a particle to the utterance that will not so subtly betray their indignation towards the interlocutor, for example, in the utterance I have completed it lah! 'I have completed the work-don't annoy me with your nagging' . A particle that is well known for being used to rebuke nosy parkers is meh. Famously combined with the single word 'cannot' , it forms the iconic expression cannot meh (or beh sai meh in Hokkien), which conveys the rebuttal 'You got a problem with that? Mind your own business' to unwelcome comments. The communication situation illustrated below is by far the most hostile that could be found in the data:
Interlocutor a: crazy ar == Interlocutor b: cannot meh?! Interlocutor a: Din say can't (I didn't say you can't) Interlocutor b: then? Interlocutor b's hostile challenge to a (cannot meh?!) is clearly understood by a, resulting in his apologetic retraction of his initial intrusive comment to b. b is still dissatisfied with this retraction and presses on with another hostile challenge (then?), which requires a to further explain himself. Tables 2 and 3 (see Appendix) list the particles and their functions, with examples extracted from the data. For a more detailed explanation of the functions, three particles are selected here for illustration purposes. They are lah, lor, and leh, which are the three most frequently used particles. Out of the three particles, lah and leh can be used to perform both the functions of reducing as well as increasing social distance.
The Particle Lah
One of the pragmatic functions of lah (sometimes spelt la) that acts to reduce social distance is to soften an order or advice. For example, in the utterance You see doctor lah (refer to Conversation 1), lah serves to soften an advice so that it does not sound too imposing and abrupt. In Conversation 1, interlocutor b is Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land-en Volkenkunde 172 (2016) 479-509 gently advising his friend a, who is complaining about not feeling well, to see a doctor about his ailment. If the particle lah were to be omitted, the utterance would seem more like a directive, an act that would be rather inappropriate when one is trying to express concern for a friend.
Conversation 1:
Interlocutor b: ewww! It didn't taste dubious? What about prawn mee then?
hehe.
You ok now? Interlocutor a: no lar not from the crab.. already feeling sick in the morning.. prawn mee, dare not eat after that, it reminds me of puke! haha.. still feel shitty but ok lar..
Interlocutor b: You see doctor lah
On the other hand, another function of lah, which can be placed in the category of increasing social distance, is showing exasperation with someone in a harsh manner. The use of lah to express exasperation and unhappiness at being rejected is illustrated in Conversation 2, which starts with an interlocutor a (male) extending an invitation to his friend b (female) to meet up: tot can ask you out tim de 'I thought of asking you out' (refer to Conversation 2 below). interlocutor have been rejected many times before. The particle lah expresses his extreme unhappiness at being rejected yet again. This unhappiness is confirmed by his use of double quotation marks enclosing the phrase next time (wait you "next time" come first then i tell u la …) as a sign of sarcasm towards the girl's insincere promise to meet up with him.
The Particle Lor The particle lor or lo in the data is used only for reducing social distance. One of its functions is to indicate sincerity in an expression of sympathy. We mention the utterance I understand how you feel lo by way of illustration (see Conversation 3). In this conversation, the interlocutor a complains that her salary is too low, and her workload too heavy. Her friend b expresses sympathy by using lo in her reply. The effect of using lo, to a speaker of Malaysian English, is an increased emphasis on the feeling of sincerity and 'togetherness' , as in 'I am with you in this' , raising the degree of sympathy expressed a notch or two higher than if the particle were not used. Besides that, lor is also used to soften an advice, so that it does not sound too imposing or abrupt. In one of the conversations, the interlocutor a calls her brother pui kia 'fat boy' (see Conversation 4). Her mother, who is also a party in the conversation, advises her daughter not to call her brother 'fat boy' , as it would make him angry: don't call your gorgor 'elder brother' pui kia 'fat boy' , angry lo. The particle lor here is used to soften what appears to be an admonishment given in the form of an advice. From an understanding mother, this is a strategy to avoid publicly embarrassing her daughter (face-saving strategy), as the conversation could be viewed by many of her daughter's Facebook friends.
The Particle Leh
The particle leh in conversations 5 and 6 was used for both reducing and increasing social distance. One of the functions of leh in reducing social distance is to express politeness when performing acts that could potentially damage a relationship, such as to contradict or disagree. To illustrate: the interlocutor a excitedly asks his friend to click on the YouTube link that he has posted (see Conversation 5). However, his friend b, who is at work at the office at the time, replies he cannot watch the video as there is cctv (closed circuit surveillance camera) at his office: I cannot watch now leh. Got cctv in office here. To minimize the hurt feelings that may arise from not taking up his friend's well-meaning suggestion, the particle leh is used when rejecting the suggestion to watch the video. Although one may argue that providing a reason or explanation (that is, Got cctv in office here) when rejecting a suggestion is in itself a face-saving strategy in social conversations, the use of leh in this context serves to further increase the level of politeness. This politeness is achieved by de-emphasizing the speaker's contradiction of his friend's assumption that he should be free to do his friend's bidding at that very moment.
Apart from reducing social distance, leh can also be used to contradict someone in a harsh manner, which falls under the category of increasing social distance between interlocutors. For example, I don't know where is he leh! (see Conversation 6). In Conversation 6, the interlocutor b is asked about her ex-boyfriend's whereabouts, because the enquirer a is not aware that she has broken up with her boyfriend. To show her irritation at being reminded of someone whom she would rather forget, she answers that she does not know where he is in a harsh manner, without considering that her friend may feel embarrassed for asking the question. In fact, the intention of this rebuke is likely to warn the questioner to keep her distance where the sensitive topic about her ex-boyfriend is concerned. Without the addition of leh, her indignation or anger would not have been reflected in the utterance.
Conclusion
This study has shown that a large number of Malaysian English discourse particles are used by Chinese Malaysian young adults when communicating in English on Facebook to express a variety of attitudinal meanings. The particles work as linguistic devices for speakers to convey attitudinal meanings such as affect and stance, and for hearers to be guided to particular and relevant interpretations of the speaker's attitude. Above all, the particles are pragmatic devices that speakers exploit to manage social relationships in interactions.
An important point on which this study departs from previous research is the proposed categorization of the functions of the discourse particles, as opposed to the categorization of the particles themselves, into two superordinate functions, which are to reduce and to increase social distance. The implication following this framing of functions is the departure from the implicit assumption that the cognate functions of an individual particle must be somewhat related or similar in some ways. The findings of this study do not support this assumption.
In the game of managing social relationships, speakers expertly use particles in their utterances to index their attitude towards both the proposition and the hearers. By attaching these utterance-final particles, a speaker may mitigate a potentially damaging utterance on the one hand, or highlight their negative evaluation of the hearer even when no negative words are uttered on the other hand. The ways in which particles serve interlocutors' interactional goals in increasing and decreasing social distance are questions that researchers of Malaysian English may wish to further explore.
An interesting observation from the study is that the instances in which the particles are used for reducing social distance appear to be more common compared to those for increasing social distance. This might be explained by the medium and the platform on which the communication is taking place.
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This article does not make claims about the influence of the medium of communication on the use of discourse particles, as it is out of its purview to do so. However, it is common knowledge from the vast literature on language use on the Internet that interlocutors make up for the lack of voice cues and facial expressions in text-based conversations by using various strategies to express attitude and affect, such as the use of emoticons, capitalizations, unusual punctuation, and so forth. In the example illustrated in the previous section of this article, the speaker's ire in her utterance I don't know where is he leh! could have been expressed through capitalization, or by attaching an appropriate angry-face emoticon. Instead, the speaker used the text-based particle leh as the means for expressing her indignation. This should not be too surprising, as the discourse particle is, after all, part of the speaker's language (Malaysian English) and informal Internet communication resembles actual face-to-face talk. Furthermore, resources such as emoticons and capitalizations are more or less one dimensional in their meanings, unlike the diverse nuances of meanings that can be achieved through a discourse particle.
The Malaysian English discourse particles and their pragmatic functions described in this study are based on the conversations of Chinese Malaysian youth on Facebook, the sampling type of which is non-probability. Hence, they cannot be said to represent the entirety of particles in Malaysian English or to be representative of the group being studied. Further, the data were obtained from communication in a computer-mediated environment in the written mode, which precludes being able to analyse facial expression, tone, and intonation as clues to assist interpretation. In such a situation, it is conceived that the description of functions might not comprehensively include all the possible richness and nuances of meanings, or even alternate meanings a particle may implicate when used in an interaction. However, this limitation does not detract from the significance of the current study in examining the use of the particles in computer-mediated communication, as it is native to interactions in this type of communication that interlocutors are required to conduct their conversations in the absence of facial and vocal clues.
One question, however, arises from the findings of the study, which has to do with similar functions expressed by different discourse particles. For example, the function 'to soften an order/advice' seems to be associated with the particles ma/mah, ah, ya, hor, and nah. At this point it is not known why a speaker might choose to use one discourse particle over another in Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land-en Volkenkunde 172 (2016) 479-509 instances when they appear to perform similar functions. We might postulate that it could be something to do with the Chinese language from which the particle originates, and the language group to which the speaker belongs. For example, a particle that originates from the Hokkien language (for instance, leh) may be preferred by Hokkien speakers, and a particle that is derived from Mandarin (for instance, o) may be the particle of choice for Mandarin speakers. However, bearing in mind that many of the Chinese languages share lexicalgrammatical features (for example, wei exists in Cantonese, Hokkien, Teochew, and Mandarin), it is sometimes not possible to pinpoint the exact source of a Chinese-based particle in Malaysian English (Lim 2007b) . Furthermore, we also propose that the choice of particles in cases where different particles may be used to serve the same function, might be affected by the closeness of the relationship between the interlocutors, as the level of intimacy in the relationship between speakers and their perspectives towards each other are said to influence choice of language use (Eggins 1994 ). An example is the particle wei, which seems to be reserved only for interactions between people deemed to be 'closer' than mere acquaintances.
Our last hypothesis, which we feel might be more promising in shedding light on the issue, is the notion of non-interchangeability between discourse particles, even when the particles appear to perform the same function. There may be particular semantic, grammatical, and pragmatic features attached to particles that have not yet been explicitly described, but that constitute the tacit knowledge of members of the speech community. There are a few possibilities based on observation. First, how a speaker constructs his or her utterance in an ongoing conversation may influence the choice of particle, or conversely, the choice of particle might determine how the utterance is to be constructed. Second, the choice of particle may be influenced by the mutual language that the interlocutors commonly use when communicating in face-to-face interactions with each other. For example, if two interlocutors' mutual language is Cantonese, they would likely opt to use the particle gua (from Cantonese) to indicate uncertainty instead of bah (from Mandarin or the Borneo languages as the case may be) when speaking in Malaysian English. Next, wei is used between interlocutors who have an existing close relationship, whereas lah can be used between people at any level of closeness and familiarity. Finally, the particle ya is said to be predominantly used by younger female Singaporean speakers in English utterances, and serves to index a speaker's assumption of mutual agreement between himself or herself and the hearer (Wee 2010) . However, based on informal observations, it also appears to indicate a differential power status in discourse identity between the speaker and hearer, with the speaker claiming a higher position in relation to the hearer. For example, a Leimgruber's (2016) argument that the use of bah in Singaporean English does not entirely resemble the use of similar elements found in Mandarin, the Sabahan languages or Bruneian English, must stimulate further debate on the evolution of language over time. These hypotheses on the connection between the origin of a discourse particle and the language group of the speaker, the mutual common language between interlocutors, the 'closeness of relationship' principle, the 'non-interchangeability' principle, and the modification of functions of discourse particles over time are yet to be verified, but point to a direction for further research.
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